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Colonel Mario Vargas is a member of the "Philharmonic" (Filarmonica) sector of the Salvadoran
Armed Forces, comprised of young field commanders. For the past five years, Vargas has been
commander of the garrison in San Francisco Gotera district, Morazan department. Summarized
below are excerpts from an interview with Pensamiento Proprio conducted in April, and published
in June. (Pensamiento Proprio is a publication of the Regional Coordination for Economic and
Social Research of Central America and the Caribbean-CRIES, Managua) PP: Can you describe
the situation in El Salvador since the March elections? Vargas: The executive branch's power is
intact, and the judiciary has no problems. The crisis is in the legislative branch and must be resolved
as soon as possible. If not, democracy will suffer a terrible fate because anarchy and chaos will
reign, and the people, who are confused and don't know where to turn, will fall into despair. PP:
Will the Armed Forces take control of the nation if the dispute between ARENA and the Christian
Democrats continues? Vargas: I think that would be an historical error, reversing all gains we have
made. There are orders, laws, and procedures to settle conflicts of interest within the framework
of democracy. The consequences would be very serious; there would be a high price to pay if
the Armed Forces were to get involved in this conflict. And the nation itself would become more
isolated internationally. The Armed Forces have managed to maintain themselves in an institutional
position, acting as a point of equilibrium within El Salvador. If we take control we would only have
the confidence and backing of the winners; but the idea is for the Armed Forces to have everyone's
confidence. As long as we maintain this role of a balancing force, democracy may have its ups and
down, but it will never collapse. PP: In a country at war, does real power lie with the Armed Forces?
Vargas: War is the realization of politics by other means. This means more weight for the army since
there is a military crisis. More funds and human and material resources must be invested in the
army, and other areas of the nation's life are sacrificed. The war defines the situation, but when it
ends, the political, economic, and social aspects take over again. The moment that a democracy is in
crisis, as in a military conflict, security must be the prime concern. There is no development without
security and no security without development. PP: Who is winning the war? Vargas: In qualitative
terms and from a military point of view without looking at the social, political, or economic context
the Armed Forces and the government have already won. The FMLN's [Farabundo Marti National
Liberation Front] military ability to take power has been completely curtailed. Let's look at the facts.
In January 1981, the FMLN came up with a fast way to take power and tried to make the masses
rise up in a military offensive and failed. From 1981 to 1984, they changed over to a mobile war,
wanting to hold geographic positions for a limited time, measure up their forces against ours, and
try to defeat us and take a stab at achieving power. They failed again. Then they changed their
global strategy and went towards a concept of prolonged popular war. Today, the FMLN is set on
economic destruction, propaganda, and at raising the level of terrorism in order to provoke an
insurrection. They are hoping for catalytic events, on elements of the present situation, which can
generate an explosion and a mass insurrection. But today, we are consolidating the democratic
process. In spite of terrorism, the people have gone to vote even in the most remote areas. They
voted because they wanted to elect those who will govern their communities. This is a qualitative
advance. The mass organizations that used to have demonstrations of 15,000 people, today only
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draw 3,000 at most. The left comes along with its Democratic Convergence and only 780 people
heed their calls. PP: But who is winning? Vargas: I didn't say that we are winning or losing or even
tied. We are simply satisfied with what we have been achieving over the years. If we did not have
the support of the people, the FMLN would have already won. Ferdinand Marcos fell in 48 hours.
Anastasio Somoza fell, too. In seven years, there have been a number of catalysing events here. If
Pedro Joaquin Chamorro was the catalyst in Nicaragua, here it could have been Archbishop Oscar
Romero. But that is not what happened. If in eight years there has not been an insurrection with so
many catalysts, I don't think we are doing as bad as many people say we are. PP: Do you see an end
to the armed conflict? Vargas: It is very complex. In the Salvadoran political arena there are two lines
of political thought: interventionism and structuralism. Interventionism is the US presence or the
Soviet-Cuban-Nicaraguan presence. I believe it an error to isolate interventionism from the other
structural factors that are the cause and origin of the conflict. Today, the biggest problem is with the
interventionist factors. The structural problems could have been solved by Salvadorans. With the
arrival here in 1980-81 of FAL rifles sent to the FSLN by Venezuela in 1980-1981, Nicaraguan-Soviet
intervention was demonstrated. They were the first to intervene here, and then we called the US. At
present, the war does not have a purely military solution. It is a question of defeating a prolonged
popular war strategy which relies on economic, political, and mass propaganda components
more than military force or terror. We need to raise security levels: democracy must be protected.
Democracy should be a political system, a system which satisfies the people's needs, not just an
electoral system. I think the war can be shortened in step with moves towards national unification
between the forces that really want democracy, but that does not include Marxist proposals for
national unity or for a government with broad popular participation. PP: Would you have signed
the accords at Sapoa? Vargas: No, I think not. Three quarters of the world has been devoured by
the Soviet Bloc due to the naivete of the democracies. It is very difficult in the present situation
to speak with Marxist-Leninists about social, economic, and political structures when they aren't
within the framework of democracy. In Europe, if they were to hear us say these words, they would
think we are seeing ghosts, but this is not so. In Europe they work within a democratic framework,
but here there is war, violence, and assassination. We are in the middle of a polarized situation
the two world powers have areas of interest, spheres of influence, and zones of security. Each one
wants to win out over the other and achieve world hegemony. PP: Then El Salvador is only an EastWest conflict? Vargas: I've already said that interventionism makes us fall into a bipolar situation.
The US presence in El Salvador is not philanthropic in nature; it is due to concrete interests. If the
US were not interested in this area they would not be here, so it's not necessary to be so simple
and believe that it is a problem of human rights, indiscriminate bombing, repression, or military
dictators. There are other factors that must be put in place in order to put the jigsaw puzzle together
and resolve the basic problem. PP: Is this a low-intensity conflict war? Vargas: When a country is
destabilized and US interests are threatened, the US gives military and economic assistance in order
to contain the problem within the country's borders. Some call this "low-intensity conflict," but to
speak of the conflict in El Salvador as "low-intensity" is demagogy, populism. We know the cost
of this war. When the US sneezes, we catch pneumonia. PP: Do you agree with Colonel Ochoa's
position that the Army needs to be more forceful in the war? Vargas: We need more human and
material resources. With the resources at hand, we have stopped them from taking power, but we
cannot combat the five fronts of FMLN attack. In the case of the electrical infrastructure, we cannot
defend 800 km. of primary power lines and 740 km. of secondary lines and approximately 10,000
power pylons. We haven't got the resources to prevent FMLN transport stoppages along so many
kilometers of roads either. If ARENA has the solution, as they say they do, they should tell us what
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it is and we will put it into practice immediately. PP: What political program do you advocate to
win the war? Vargas: A liberal or conservative political, social, and economic project will get us
absolutely nowhere. Conservatism is a cultural structure that is being left behind by the dynamic
of the conflict. The political project must be democratic within a global context. Society's various
sectors must be satisfied in regards to their needs for education, health, equality; not an equality of
equals but rather an equality of opportunity. Everyone should have the opportunity, not to have,
but to be. PP: Can democracy advance in a country at war? Vargas: Yes, if there is national unity
among those who favor the same system. I don't want to see the involvement of those forces which
do not cooperate with democracy but would rather take power by force. When there is a crisis, the
magic word is priorities. PP: What are these priorities? Vargas: Security. Security gives strength to
development, and as development goes forward, it solves the problems of the population. Insecurity
due to Marxist-Leninist aggression and ideological warfare must be neutralized. In the meantime,
we must be conscious of the sacrifice that we all must make, individually and as a whole, in order
to be better off tomorrow. PP: Is there a hope for an end to the spiral of violence and human rights
violation that Monsignor Rosa Chavez speaks of? Vargas: Yes, with strong laws. Anyone that is
going to commit any sort of atrocity should know what they are getting themselves into and what
consequences they will have to pay in the future. So long as there are no such laws, someone could
think that justice is in their hands and this gives rise to an anarchic situation.

-- End --
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